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Final editorial

Reclaiming the ideal of Public Service

I am writing this editorial as I am about to step down as editor of Public Money and Management and hand the baton on to a new team: the current deputy editor Professor Andrew Massey will take on the editorship and a new deputy editor Professor Sheila Elwood will join him.  They will continue to develop and improve the journal.

At this point it is possible to indulge myself and provide some reflections on the current state of public money and management and speculate on the possible future developments.  This reflection will be built on some brief recollections of my past experiences in this sector.

I joined the NHS to train as an accountant when Hospital Management Committees ran the hospitals, each led by powerful a Hospital Secretary, with strong medical representation and nurses being led by Matrons.  The Hospital Treasurers were in charge of accounting.  As a trainee accountant I was sent off not only around each of the financial departments, but also around all aspects of the hospital.  I counted the swabs when in the operating theatre - this was seen as an appropriate job for a trainee accountant and suited me better than looking more closely at what was happening on the operating table.  Shortly after my qualifying the NHS moved into consensus management and since then the changes have been never-ending.  

Two things stand out for me now.  
•	Firstly how important it was for me to know the context of the organisation I was to be accounting for, and how much the tables have now turned with much more emphasis upon clinicians understanding accounting.  
•	Second, how inconceivable it would be today to even consider implementing a consensus management approach.  For those who cannot remember this it comprised a team of a medical doctor, a nurse, an administrator and an accountant, set up to mange the service as  a whole.  It also attempted some integration of the social services.  In the latter respect, plus ca change!  The notion of even considering consensus management now seems heroic and idealistic in the extreme.  So much has the landscape changed.  

The experiences I had in the NHS are only one example of the extent of change in public service delivery in the last 45 years.  Changes just as significant as this have affected all parts of what was once the public sector, but which now seems more reasonably described as the public services (Broadbent and Guthrie ****).  The battery of technologies that comprise what has been called New Public Management are legion and their trajectory was initially well described by Dunleavy and Hood (****) in their seminal paper published in this journal.    The loss of professional autonomy and the recourse to private sector approaches is well understood.   In the UK and indeed elsewhere, although I speak mainly from the perspective of the UK, the intensification of the moves to create markets as a means to achieve these objectives was an early tactic. Privatisation of relevant industries has also been a tool of change and some industries such as telecoms and utilities are now almost taken for granted as part of the private market economy.  Where this was not possible Public Private Partnerships were created and Private Finance Initiatives were introduced. There was a trajectory with different technologies being added to attempts to control those services that could not be privatised: first attempts at controlling day to day expenditure, then contracting out services, then marketisation and competition between providers, then seeking to work in partnership with private sector providers and in the case of PFI to privatise the procurement of capital assets.  

The need to intensify  all these approaches has had new emphasis as the coalition government introduces changes in an attempt to manage the sovereign debt crisis created by the global financial crisis which led to the state bailing out of banks and the consequent return of some to public ownership.  This has led to a raft of changes that can be described under the banner of austerity measures.   As noted earlier this is no simply a UK (or perhaps increasingly and English) perspective, but is one that is increasingly found across the globe.  

On a practical level this has huge implications for public money and mangers of public resources.  They have not been comfortable, although there may well be some benefits at looking at practice if done in an intelligent fashion and this begs a question.  Have we handled the demands necessitated by the need to manage the size of sovereign debt well?

Some would argue that the public services are now paying the price of the mismanagement of the financial services in the private sector.  Some would argue that the public services are complacent and bloated and they need the discipline of the market to 'right-size' them.  There may be elements of truth in both arguments.  

This provides a short term challenge.  That of managing out the implications of the banking crisis.  This is currently providing one demand on the public purse that is being passed on to the public services in a variety of ways, but given the commitment to protecting expenditure on education and health there has been a particular pressure on Local Government.  Even the protected services have had to look carefully at managing their budgets as expansion of resources is to forthcoming.

A clear longer term challenge that has similar impacts on public service delivery is that society as a whole must find agreement as to how we can manage to provide for an ageing population and one in which the employment opportunities for the young are shrinking.  We need to find a way to live in a world in which we cannot rely on increasing economic growth as a basis on which to find employment opportunities for all and thereby generate taxes to fund a welfare state of the type we are currently used to.  Indeed we need to recognise that in environmental terms this is simply not sustainable.    

The implication of the short term and the long term challenges is that we are in this age of austerity for some time to come.  We are in an age where structural change of the welfare settlement is inevitable and should be addressed in a mature fashion and not be seen as a political football with one side of the argument challenging the other for political gain.  We perhaps need to think a little more about the possibility of returning to some of the ideals of consensus management and seeking to operationalise them.  

Alongside the lack of serious political debate about the nature of the welfare settlement and the rights and obligations of our citizens is a need to change the technologies that consolidate the lack of such debate.

With Richard Laughlin, I have argued that the NPM has moved us too far away from a model of relational control in which, whilst demands are made in deliverers of service, the means by which they are delivered is not defined.  Instead service deliverers have a level of professional autonomy.  Whilst there is a need for accountability performance is managed in the context of a relationship with the deliverer.  Instead we are now governed by a more transactional approach in which sources are provided to deliverers of service with very clear outcome demands.  These demands are defined tightly and performance is measured  in terms of those expectations.  There is no relationship beyond the demand to deliver and delivery is measured and reported, often through the use of performance league tables and regimes of 'naming and shaming'.   Getting 'scores on the board' is the name of the game and humankind has proved to be resourceful in achieving the results required.  The outcome of such regimes is perhaps easily represented in the sorry tale of the Mid - Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, where care of patients and compassion became a secondary and neglected aspect.  This is a gross example of a more pernicious and sometimes less obvious perversion of the vocation of public service.      

The future agenda for public policy makers and practitioners is, for me, pretty clear.
•	We need to develop the public debate about what the nature if public service should be and how we might be willing to fund it.  We need to be clear about the provision of clear thresholds of expectation and strong safety nets to enable an agreed level of equity within society.
•	We should next recognise that the nature of public service delivery is a public service and should not be seen as the same as private sector activity.  The incentive structures cannot be captured simply by single point measures, the complexity of meeting different and often competing stakeholder needs must be recognised.  
•	To do this we need to consider how to row back from the lack of trust of professionals and providers and enable a more relational form of accountability to develop and deliver the type of services that we as a society desire.  This must involve a move away from the use of tight performance measurement and 'name and shame' approaches.  We need to think the best not the worst of people.
•	We may also need to recognise that the personal incentive structures in the public services should be different to those in the private sector.  
In this way we should reclaim the ideal of public service and value it.  

All this has to be done in the context of managing the day to day activities of public service provision.  This is no mean feat and we should not underestimate the enormity of the task for practising managers.  Managing the cuts imposed by austerity measures is a difficult and stressful task.  Managing in times of expansion is easy, managing contraction is not.  

